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1
FOCUSING ALGORITHM IN OCT-ONLY
SYSTEMS

FIELD OF INVENTION

This invention relates to a method of focusing on the retina
in ophthalmology, and in particular to focusing on the retina
in systems which employ only OCT.

BACKGROUND

Most optical coherence tomography (OCT) systems pro-
vide either a fundus camera or a scanning laser ophthalmos-
copy (SLO) channel in order to provide a 2D image of the
retina, in addition to the usual OCT data. This image is usu-
ally used for alignment and for focus optimization. In an
OCT-only system, i.e. without also having a SLO system or
fundus camera, an SLO signal can be synthesized from the
OCT signal ifa 3D volume is acquired, so a 2D fundus image
can still be produced.

However, in order to optimize the focus using the OCT
signal, the reference path of the interferometer must be cor-
rectly matched with the object path to the patient’s retina. In
a spectral OCT system, light from a single source is split into
two parts which traverse different paths in an interferometer.
One path, the reference path, simply introduces a variable
delay into the beam. The other path, called the object path,
includes a patient’s eye. Light scattered back from the
patient’s eye is mixed with light from the reference path to
produce an interference signal. The interference signal is then
analyzed with a spectrometer.

For an effective OCT signal to be produced the two paths
must be matched in length, which is the reason for the refer-
ence path length being variable. However this can be difficult
due to patient movement. If the focus is not closely matched
to the patient in the first place, then the OCT signal can be
very difficult to detect. The focus adjustment and the refer-
ence path adjustments have to be controlled together. The
coupling of these two parameters can make it very difficult to
achieve optimal focus, especially when the patient has a high
diopter prescription.

There is a need to provide a method of achieving optimal
focus which decouples the focus adjustment and the reference
arm adjustment.

SUMMARY

According to one aspect, a method of focusing a spectral
optical coherence tomography (OCT) system is provided. An
OCT signal that is caused by interference between a beam in
the reference arm of the OCT system and a beam in the object
arm of the OCT system is eliminated. The focus of the OCT
system is set at a variety of values, and for each focus value,
the signal strength of a beam reflected from a patient’s eye is
measured and stored in association with the focus value. A
maximum of the stored signal strengths is determined. An
optimal focus value is determined as the focus value stored in
association with the maximum of the stored signal strengths.
The focus of the OCT system is set to the optimal focus value.

The methods of the invention may be stored as logical
instructions on a non-transitory computer-readable storage
medium in a form executable by a computer processor.

The autocorrelation signal depends only on the strength of
the signal reflected back from a patient’s eye in the object
arm. By removing the reference path signal, the autocorrela-
tion signal is more easily measured and analyzed. The
strength of the autocorrelation signal depends on how well

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

2

focused the system is, and the optimal focus can therefore be
found by adjusting the focus value until the autocorrelation
signal is maximized. Movement by the patient is also not a
complication in determining the optimal focus using only the
autocorrelation signal, since the reference path is omitted and
hence there is no need to match path lengths.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The features and advantages of embodiments of the inven-
tion will become more apparent from the following detailed
description of the preferred embodiment(s) with reference to
the attached figures, wherein:

FIG. 1 is a flowchart of a method of determining optimal
focus in an OCT system according to one embodiment of the
invention.

It is noted that in the attached figures, like features bear
similar labels.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED
EMBODIMENTS

The autocorrelation signal of a beam of light reflected by a
patient’s eye is produced by different reflections of the beam,
reflecting off different layers of the retina, interfering with
each other. The autocorrelation signal is therefore always
present and does not require interference with the reference
beam. It is present solely in the returned object beam. Usually
the autocorrelation signal is considered noise in OCT sys-
tems. OCT systems are normally designed to suppress the
autocorrelation signal relative to the OCT signal by suitable
choice of reference beam power. This is possible because the
OCT signal is a function of the reference beam power and the
object beam power, whereas the autocorrelation signal is a
function only of the object beam power.

The optimum focus can be determined by simply measur-
ing the signal strength of the autocorrelation signal. Broadly,
an OCT signal that is caused by interference between a beam
in a reference arm of the OCT system and a beam in an object
arm of the OCT system is eliminated. The focus of the OCT
system is set at a variety of values, and for each focus value the
signal strength of a beam reflected from a patient’s eye is
measured. This is stored in association with the focus value at
which the measurement was made. After measuring the signal
strength at the variety of focus values, the maximum of the
stored signal strengths is determined, and the optimal focus
value is that stored in association with the maximum of the
stored signal strengths. The focus of the OCT system is then
set to this optimal focus value.

Referring to FIG. 1, a flowchart of a method of determining
optimal focus in an OCT system according to one embodi-
ment of the invention is shown. The method is preferably
executed by a processor which can take as an input from the
spectrometer of an OCT system a signal strength at a select-
able frequency. The processor can preferably also adjust the
focus control of the OCT system, in order to fully automate
the method of the invention.

At step 10 the OCT signal is eliminated, so that the only
signal reaching the spectrometer of the OCT system is the
autocorrelation signal. The OCT signal is most easily elimi-
nated by setting the reference path to an extreme position,
such as at a maximum or a minimum length, resulting in no
interference between the reference beam and the reflected
beam within the object path. However other means of elimi-
nating an OCT signal may be used, such as by attenuating the
reference arm power. At step 12 the focus control of the OCT
system is set to the minimum value of the focus.
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At step 14 the signal strength of the signal reaching the
spectrometer of the OCT system is measured. Normally this
signal would result from interference between a signal in the
reference arm and a signal in the object arm, the latter being
reflected from the patient’s retina. However since the OCT
signal has been eliminated at step 10, such as by extending the
reference path to an extreme position, the only signal received
by the spectrometer is the reflected beam within the object
arm and the autocorrelation signal is visible as more than just
noise. The signal strength is measured by integrating the
signal over the frequency range of the spectrum, the spec-
trometer having performed a Fourier transform (preferably a
Fast Fourier Transform) on the signal.

Atstep 16 the signal strength and the focus value are stored
in association with each other. At step 18 the processor deter-
mines whether the maximum focus value has been reached. If
the maximum focus value has not been reached, then at step
20 the focus value is increased. Any step size can be used in
increasing the focus value, most OCT systems having
extremely fine control ofthe focusing element. However most
of'the time a resolution of 0.25 Diopter is sufficient for achiev-
ing good focus and a step size of 0.25 Diopter may be
adequate.

Eventually the maximum focus value is reached, and at
step 22 processor determines the maximum of the signal
strengths that were stored at step 16. Once this maximum of
the signal strengths is determined, then at step 24 the proces-
sor determines the focus value that is stored in association
with the maximum of the signal strengths. This focus value is
the optimal focus value, and in a fully automated system the
processor then sets the focus value of the OCT system at step
26 to the optimal focus value. Alternatively, the processor
simply causes the optimal focus value to be displayed, and the
focus of the OCT system is set manually to this optimal focus
value.

The steps 14, 18, and 20 together form a loop which causes
the processor to measure the signal strength at a variety of
focus values over the range of possible focus values. Other
means of measuring the signal strength at a variety of focus
values can be used, such as starting at the maximum possible
focus value and measuring the signal strength at successively
smaller focus values. In one embodiment, the variety of focus
values at which the signal strength is measured is a subset of
the entire range of possible focus values. Such an embodi-
ment may be used, for example, if a rough idea of the optimal
focus value is known.

The logic of the methods described above may be stored as
instructions stored on anon-transitory computer-readable
storage medium in a form executable by a computer proces-
sor, although either eliminating the OCT signal or setting the
focus of the OCT system to the optimal focus value, or both,
may be carried out manually instead. The processor may be
implemented by a general purpose processor, a network pro-
cessor, a digital signal processor, an ASIC, or multiple such
devices.

The embodiments presented are exemplary only and per-
sons skilled in the art would appreciate that variations to the
embodiments described above may be made without depart-
ing from the spirit of the invention. The scope of the invention
is solely defined by the appended claims.

We claim:

1. A method of focusing a spectral optical coherence
tomography (OCT) system, comprising:

eliminating an OCT signal that is caused by interference

between a beam in a reference arm of the OCT system
and a beam in an object arm of the OCT system;
setting a focus of the OCT system at a variety of values;
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for each focus value, measuring the signal strength of a
beam reflected from a patient’s eye, and storing the
measured signal strength and the focus value is associa-
tion with each other;

determining a maximum of the stored signal strengths;

determining as an optimal focus value the focus value
stored in association with the maximum of the stored
signal strengths; and

setting the focus of the OCT system to the optimal focus
value.

2. The method of claim 1 wherein eliminating the OCT
signal comprises setting the reference arm at an extreme
position.

3. The method of claim 1 wherein eliminating the OCT
signal comprises attenuating the power of the beam in the
reference arm.

4. The method of claim 1 wherein measuring the signal
strength of a beam reflected from a patient’s eye comprises
integrating the strength of the signal over a range of frequen-
cies in the signal.

5. The method of claim 4 wherein eliminating the OCT
signal comprises setting the reference arm at an extreme
position.

6. The method of claim 4 wherein eliminating the OCT
signal comprises attenuating the power of the beam in the
reference arm.

7. The method of claim 1 wherein setting a focus of the
system at a variety of values comprises:

setting the focus of the OCT system at a minimum focus
value;

increasing the focus of the OCT system in steps until the
maximum focus value is reached.

8. The method of claim 7 wherein measuring the signal
strength of a beam reflected from a patient’s eye comprises
integrating the strength of the signal over a range of frequen-
cies in the signal, and wherein eliminating the OCT signal
comprises setting the reference arm at an extreme position.

9. A non-transitory computer-readable medium compris-
ing instructions executable by a computer processor for
focusing a spectral optical coherence tomography (OCT) sys-
tem, the instructions comprising instructions to:

set a focus of the OCT system at a variety of values;

for each focus value, measure the signal strength of a beam
reflected from a patient’s eye, and store the measured
signal strength and the focus value is association with
each other;

determine a maximum of the stored signal strengths; and

determine as an optimal focus value the focus value stored
in association with the maximum of the stored signal
strengths.

10. The non-transitory computer-readable medium of
claim 9, further comprising instructions to eliminate an OCT
signal that is caused by interference between a beam in a
reference arm of the OCT system and a beam in an object arm
of'the OCT system.

11. The non-transitory computer-readable medium of
claim 10 wherein the instructions to eliminate the OCT signal
comprise instructions to set the reference arm to an extreme
position.

12. The non-transitory computer-readable medium of
claim 10 wherein the instructions to eliminate the OCT signal
comprise instructions to attenuate the power of the beam in
the reference arm.

13. The non-transitory computer-readable medium of
claim 9, further comprising instructions to set the focus of the
OCT system to the optimal focus value.
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14. The non-transitory computer-readable medium of
claim 9 wherein the instructions to measure the signal
strength of a beam reflected from a patient’s eye comprise
instructions to integrate the strength of the signal over a range
of frequencies in the signal. 5

15. The non-transitory computer-readable medium of
claim 9 further comprising:

instructions to eliminate an OCT signal that is caused by

interference between a beam in a reference arm of the
OCT system and a beam in an object arm of the OCT 10
system; and

instructions to set the focus of the OCT system to the

optimal focus value,
and wherein the instructions to measure the signal strength of
abeam reflected from a patient’s eye comprise instructions to 15
integrate the strength of the signal over a range of frequencies
in the signal.

16. The non-transitory computer-readable medium of
claim 15 wherein the instructions to eliminate the OCT signal
comprise instructions to set the reference arm to an extreme 20
position.

17. The non-transitory computer-readable medium of
claim 15 wherein the instructions to eliminate the OCT signal
comprise instructions to attenuate the power of the beam in
the reference arm. 25



